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Abstract
   The rubrics is a grading tool made up of “criteria” for evaluation, “levels” as values scales to rate 
the criteria, and “descriptors” that define the performance for the levels. When asked if teachers 
should use rubrics, most of us agree that we should. We may even have an illusion that every 
teacher uses them. But it is not so; the use of rubrics actually started fairly recently, and many 
teachers are intimidated by the insecurity of not knowing which rubrics would be right for their 
classes. This paper makes an overview of the different types of rubrics, from narrow (“analytic” and 
“task-specific”) to broad (“holistic” and “general”). It is my hands-on experiences that rubrics would 
best function if they did not lean either too narrow or too broad. When they are not too broad, they 
not only help the teachers in grading but also assist students to learn the points that they should 
pay attention to in performing the tasks. This paper also explains the construction of my rubrics, 
presents actual examples both for speaking and writing activities, and shows how they can be 
recycled from one task to another, due to their being not too narrow.
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Introduction
 Many of the language teachers seem to be plagued 
by the often mistaken il lusion that every other 
teacher besides themselves is using rubrics to grade 
student output. Fortunately, it is not so. This fact is 
apparent from the number of articles one finds on the 
Internet with titles such as “Why use rubrics?” [1] and 
“Should you be using rubrics?” [2]. Compared to other 
traditional practices in teaching, the use of rubrics 
began fairly recently, in mid-1970s, as an attempt to 
standardize the assessment of writing [3, 4]. Teachers 
may therefore be intimidated by the insecurity of not 
knowing which rubrics would be right for their classes. 
It is high time that the confusion was cleared and light 
was shed on the process of constructing and using 
classroom- and/or task-appropriate rubrics.
Types of Rubrics
 A “rubric” in education is defined as a “scoring guide 
used to evaluate the quality of students’ constructed 
responses” [5] and usually contains the following 
components: criteria, levels, and descriptors.  
Table 1
Components of Rubrics and Their Purposes [6]
Component Purpose
Criterion Basis for judging student output
Level Values scale to rate each criterion
Descriptor Definition and examples of performance for each level
 Table 1 is a summary of the purpose of each 
component, shown as a starting point for teachers who 
wish to construct their own rubrics.
 Rubrics are often presented as grids, as can be seen 
in Figure 1.
 A concern arises now in the minds of teachers who 
are new to rubrics; how broad or narrow should they 
make the rubrics for them to be effective?  On one 
spectrum, one will identify “holistic” and “analytic” 
rubrics. In a holistic rubric, there is typically just 
one criterion that assesses the student’s overall 
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achievement, proficiency, and understanding. The 
descriptor is written in full sentences that make up a 
paragraph, and the assessment results in a summative 
evaluation. Analytic rubrics, on the other hand, have 
levels as columns and several different criteria as 
rows, with descriptors filling the cells. Each criterion 
is scored separately, and the sum of the scores is the 
total score of the student’s work [8, 9]. The example in 
Figure 1 above, therefore, is an analytic rubric.
 On another spectrum, rubrics can be referred to as 
being either “general” or “task-specific.” A rubric has 
a “general” characteristic when it is not bound by any 
specific task and can be applied to many modes of 
teaching and learning.  A task-specific rubric, of course, 
assesses the student’s mastery of a specific task. This 
task-specificness can, incidentally, often be found in the 
criteria of analytic rubrics [8, 10].
Pros and Cons of Holistic vs Analytic Rubrics 
and General vs Task-Specific Rubrics
 Whatever kind of rubrics the teacher uses, they 
should ensure fairness and consistency between 
students when the teacher grades, and gives the 
students a justification for receiving the grades that 
they did [11]. The following makes an overview of 
the differences among types of rubrics, and their 
advantages and disadvantages.
 It is claimed that holistic rubrics (all criteria 
evaluated together) does not demand a long time 
neither to construct nor to score, as the focus of 
attention is on the overall mastery or not of student 
performance. Inter-rater reliability tends to be higher 
as well. The students, however, cannot utilize the 
outcome of this type of rubric, because the feedback 
does not pinpoint the problem areas that they are 
experiencing and so they will not know what skills 
they need to improve [12, 13]. Holistic rubrics therefore 
are suited only for summative evaluation, made at 
the end of the course [14]. One must agree that any 
advantage of holistic rubrics is for the teacher and not 
for the students.
 On the other hand, while constructing and scoring 
with analytic rubrics may take longer on the part of 
the teachers and inter-rater reliability tends to be more 
difficult to achieve, the students, if the rubric is shared 
with them, can know exactly what is expected in an 
assignment and can strive to reach the criteria, rather 
than make guesswork at what the teacher wants 
[12, 13, 15], and that this type of rubrics can convey 
formative, or diagnostic, assessment, meaning, the 
assessment is performed during the learning process 
so that it can inform the students of the areas that 
they can make improvements in and prompt teachers 
to make modifications in subsequent activities that 
they devise [16]. Formative assessment is adaptable to 
summative assessment; therefore the teacher can use 
the scores from this type of rubric to give end-of-term 
grades. 
 By the same token, as advantages, general rubrics 
may be reused for multiple activities of the same task, 
as they deal with the entire class of characteristics 
within a task, and they can support the learning on the 
part of the students by showing the characteristics of 
good work within a task, but because they are broad, 
it may be difficult at first to use and thus requires 
practice. As for the task-specific rubrics, teachers may 
feel that scoring is easier because the points they want 
to focus on are detailed within the rubric. However, 
this type of rubrics must be rewritten for each activity, 
for they measure different specific characteristics 
within a task. Also, it may not be a very good idea to 
share this type of rubric with the students; the criteria 
are so narrowly detailed that letting students in on 
the contents of the rubric is tantamount to giving 
away answers [12, 13]. One can see from the above 
explanation that, although rubrics began as grading 
tools, some of them can also be used as teaching and 
Figure 1. Sample writing rubric [7].
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learning tools.
Examples from My Classes with Improve-
ments to Current Rubrics
 I have noticed in my teaching that scoring with 
holistic rubrics often requires making judgment calls 
when a student has achieved some of the criteria 
on one level but not the others and another student 
displays a different combination of imperfection, and so 
it will actually take longer for raters to “make up their 
minds.” It is really a wonder how inter-rater reliability 
can easily be attained with holistic rubrics.
 I have therefore mainly used analytic rubrics, in 
order to eliminate the necessity to make subjective 
judgments, which lead to inconsistency in rating across 
students and for them to challenge their grades [17, 
18]. It is true that constructing analytic rubrics takes 
a longer time, but my experiences have been that 
very analytic (thus task-specific) rubrics are very time-
efficient; once the raters are accustomed to using them, 
they can score very fast – so fast that they really 
may not be reading all of the work and following the 
students’ thought processes but are simply picking 
up the points dealt with as criteria. Critics warn that 
evaluating students’ work with rubrics is actually doing 
them disservice [15]; students may only learn to meet 
what is asked for in the criteria, which will truncate 
their growth as writers.
 If presented with the question, “How broad or 
narrow should rubrics be?” the reasonable answer 
therefore would be “middle of the road.” By not 
leaning too narrow or too broad, they not only help the 
teachers in grading but also assist students to learn the 
points that they should pay attention to in performing 
the tasks. 
 In creating rubrics, one will first identify the task, 
then list the aspects to represent the task (“criteria”), 
divide up the task into steps toward mastery (“levels”), 
then consider how the levels of a criterion can be 
described (“descriptors”) [19, 20]. In my rubrics I always 
include a column for scores earned for the criteria and 
a cell for the total score, which factors often ignored 
in usual sample rubrics. [21-23] The following are 
some real-life rubrics that I have written for and been 
using in my classes, upon taking into consideration 
the advantages and disadvantages of different kinds of 
rubrics, and also based on my own experiences.
Table 2
Oral Presentation
 Table 2 is of an oral presentation at the graduate 
level. In this example, raw points for each criterion 
are weighted to differentiate the importance of each of 
the criteria. This rubric is made as a 3-point scale (5-
3-1), where I would write comments if I give points in 
between, such as 4 or 1.5. In other cases the points can 
be 5 points (5-4-3-2-1), or they can be 4-3-2-1, or 5-4-3-2-
1-0. The distance between points should be equal [24]. I 
am often tempted to use the 10-5-0 scale so that I can 
give a zero to non-completion of a criterion. I write 
comments in great lengths for in-between scores, to 
support my reasoning to giving the score. Rubrics for 
oral presentations tend to be more holistic because of 
time constraints, if the assessment is done real time (the 
teacher does not have time to divide their attention 
across different criteria), which is another reason for 
writing detailed comments. I use Microsoft Excel 
sheets and set up cells to auto-calculate points. I do not 
believe the total has to be 100; in this example it is 70, 
which is also auto-calculated for me to enter into the 
gradebook.
Table 3
Summary Writing
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 Table 3 is from a college freshman class, where I 
wrote this rubric to evaluate a summary writing task. 
It uses the 10-5-0 scale mentioned earlier. Because it is 
for a writing task, it considers the outward appearance 
such as format, grammar and spelling, which had been 
a teaching point, as well as contents. It also instructs 
against plagiarism. 
 Table 4 is from a college sophomore class, where the 
students makes a written report of a scientific research 
they conduct. It must be noted that in this example 
the distances between scales are not equal; it was done 
so because of the gravity of levels that are clarified 
by descriptors. Another note should be made that 
although the descriptors are not in full sentences, there 
are multiple items in most cells, giving it a holistic 
rubric-like characteristic.  This task being a report 
of a research, an emphasis is being made to citing 
references.  A caution had been given to the students 
that by not including proper citing, the total mark of 
the paper would be lowered.
Table 4
Scientific Research Paper
 These three examples suggest that the same rubrics 
can be recycled across classes and activities whether 
spoken or written, with only minor adjustments, in 
line with the “general” rubrics that benefit students by 
directing them toward aiming for the mastery of the 
task as indicated in the descriptors. 
Conclusion
 Most scholars and practitioners agree that rubrics 
are beneficial as both grading tools and teaching/
learning tools, provided they are neither on the narrow-
most end (too analytic or too task-specific) or on the 
broad-most end (too holistic or too general). With the 
advantages and disadvantages of various kinds of 
rubrics taken into consideration, the most reasonable 
way is to go “middle of the road” in choosing which to 
use in one’s classroom. 
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